Lieutenant Henry Spencer Ewen MC
1st/23rd (County of London) Ba alion London Regiment
[47th (2nd London) Division, 142nd (6th London) Brigade]
Killed in ac on 5 April 1918. Aras Memorial [Bay 10]

German 1918 Spring Oﬀensive. Kaiserschlacht [Kaiser’s Ba le] or Ludendorﬀ Oﬀensive.
Towards the end of 1917, despite the stalemate on the Eastern Front, the German high command
found itself in a par cularly favourable situa on. It was felt that the October Revolu on and the
subsequent disintegra on of the Russian Army would allow them to substan ally reinforce the
Western Front by withdrawing divisions from the Eastern Front. On 3 March 1918 the Treaty of BrestLitovsk was forced on a reluctant Soviet government which ended the war between Germany &
Russia.
General Ludendorﬀ’s plan created in the autumn of 1917 to strike a massive blow on the Western
Front swung into ac on with an extra 50 Divisions [about 875,000 men] moved from the east. The
oﬀensive opened with Opera on Michael on 21 March which saw the Germans overwhelm the Bri sh
forces in the Somme area [see map]. Their advance on a wide front saw the Bri sh fall back up to 35
miles in some disarray. Amiens came under threat and the Bri sh put a large numbers of reserves into
the line to ﬁll the breach.
When the assault on the Somme stalled the Germans then launched an a ack on the border of
Belgium & France where, for much of April, the Ba le of the Lys took place with further ground lost.
They subsequently turned their a en on to the valley of the river Aisne which lies west of Reims.
Throughout these oﬀensives the Germans would bring up, under cover of darkness, heavy ar llery,
ammuni on and troop reinforcements. Their tac cs were to launch an extremely heavy
bombardment for a few hours prior to an a ack. This would be in three phases, ﬁrstly on command
posts and communica ons trenches, secondly on the ar llery with counter-ba ery ﬁre and ﬁnally on
the front-line defences. At this point a large mass of troops would advance behind the barrage of shell
ﬁre. The leading troops referred to as ‘Storm Troopers’ or ‘Shock Troops’ would bypass strong points
leaving them to be cleared up by following troops. Whilst this was very successful the down side was
that their storm troops moved forward so quickly that they began to run out of ammuni on and other
supplies. For food they relied upon what they could plunder from the abandoned Bri sh lines and the
overrun supply dumps.

Early Days
Henry Spencer Ewen was born in Mayﬁeld, Sussex, the exact date is not known. He was christened on 18
October 1888 probably at St George’s Church Crowhurst as in 1891 the family were living in Hye House,
Crowhurst near Mayﬁeld. Then in addi on to him the house was occupied by his father Spencer Ewen a
farmer [originally from Cambridgeshire], his mother Evelina Felicia a housewife [from Bexhill] and his sister
Kathleen Evelina [aged 4]. Living with them were, Florence Edith Overy aged 32 [his mother’s sister from
Bexhill] and Annie Marie Ballard aged 14 [a domes c servant from Middlesex]. Hye House is a substan al
grade 2 listed property da ng from 1744 now occupied by
a slimming clinic.
In 1901 the family were at Salehurst near Robertsbridge
and by the 1911 census the family had moved on. They
were then living in the Parish of Ridley & Ash at South Ash
Manor Farm. Spencer Ewen aged 55 is described as a
bailiﬀ and Henry Spencer Ewen aged 22 as a clerk working
with a leather goods manufacturer. South Ash Manor is on
the edge of the London Golf Club which formed much of
the original farm’s land. The house is a grade 2 listed
building da ng from the 16th century and the farm was
worked by tenant farmers or bailiﬀs.
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Military Service
It is not known where Henry was educated but he must have been quite well schooled as the Army List
shows that he was commissioned into the 23rd Ba alion, London Regiment on 11 July 1916. His Medal
Index card shows he arrived in France on 9 October 1916. The unit’s war diary records that he arrived with
the Ba alion who were then posi oned near Hill 60 on 25 October 1916 with a dra of 49 men. There are
no references to any ac on in the diary and the ba alion came out of the line on 29 October and went to
Halifax Camp which was in the vicinity of Vlamer nge, Ypres. Here they visited the Divisional Baths and
also engaged in ‘interior economy’. Some men were detailed oﬀ to a working party on the Decauville light
railway.

Image 2 Hill 60 near Ypres
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The ba alion was in and out of the line as part of the 47th (2nd London) Division, 142nd (6th London)
Brigade and fought in various major and minor ac ons. These included in 1916 Vimy Ridge [21 May], The
Ba le of Flers-Courcele e in which the Division captured High Wood, The Ba le of the Transloy Ridges in
which the Division captured Eaucourt l’Abbaye. Then in 1917 The Ba le of Messines (7 – 13 June), The
Ba le of Pilkem Ridge (31 July – 2 August), and other opera ons in the Third Ba les of Ypres (in August &
September). The Division captured Bourlon Wood (23 – 28 November)
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Visi ng the area
Arras Memorial to the Missing: 50.28670, 2.76057, there is a large public car park adjacent to it but no
public toilets. Henry’s name is on Bay 10 to the le of the War Stone.
Site of MC ac on: Map co-ordinates 50.1384, 3.08122 place you just by the bridge over the Canal du
Nord. Stand with your back to the canal and look east towards the village Graincourt-les-Havrincourt on
the high ground [Image 4]. Hughes Switch trench ran from just to the le of the cross roads in the
immediate foreground diagonally across the ﬁeld to the next road and then directly up to the higher
ground.
Aveluy Wood: The ground on which the 23rd London Regt. fought is not very accessible. If you care to
drive on a farm track to 50.03285, 2.6439 this brings you to the corner of the wood where the ac on took
place. The alterna ve is to take the road to Mar nsart from Aveluy stopping at 53.0330, 2.6403. Walk up
the track on the right to the edge of the ﬁeld and turn right [facing east] and you are looking directly into
the wood at the edge of which the ac on took place. If you con nue up the road to Mar nsart CWGC
cemetery you will see the unusual red sandstone headstones and a few of the men from the 23rd buried
here. Others are at Bouzincourt Ridge cemetery [50.0219, 2.6373] from where you get an excellent
overview of the Ancre valley and the Thiepval Memorial.
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The London Regiment—World War 1
This regiment formed in 1908 was part of the Territorial Force and consisted of the previous 26 Volunteer
Riﬂe Corps that existed in County of London. Many of these ba alions had a long and dis nguished past
and eventually 88 ba alions were raised in the First World War. Each ba alion had a dis nc ve uniform
and cap badge.

Map 1 Hughes Switch Trench near Graincourt

1/23rd (County of London) Ba alion, The London Regiment
23rd (County of London) Ba alion, The London Regiment, were a Territorial unit with their headquarters
at Clapham Junc on, serving as part of 6th London Brigade, 2nd London Division in 1914. The Division had
just arrived for their annual summer camp on Salisbury Plain when war was declared in August 1914, they
were at once recalled to their home base and mobilised for war service. The Division concentrated in the
St Albans area for training.
They proceeded to France on the 16th of March 1915, landing at Le Havre, being only the second
Territorial Force Division to arrive in theatre. The 5th London Brigade was ordered to Cassel, and the
remainder of the Division concentrated near Bethune and were joined by 5th London Brigade towards the
end of the month.
On the 11th of May 1915 the forma on was renamed 142nd Brigade, 47th (2nd London) Division. They
saw ac on in The Ba le of Aubers Ridge, The Ba le of Festubert, The Ba le of Loos and The subsequent
Ac ons of the Hohenzollern Redoubt, In 1916 they fought during the German a ack at Vimy Ridge, and on
The Somme in The Ba le of Flers-Courcele e capturing High Wood, The Ba le of the Transloy Ridges in
which they captured Eaucourt l'Abbaye and the a acks on the Bu e de Warlencourt.
In 1917 they were in ac on in The Ba le of Messines, the Third Ba les of Ypres and The Cambrai
Opera ons where they captured Bourlon Wood and fought against the German counter a acks.
On the 1st of February 1918 they transferred to 140th Brigade s ll with 47th (2nd London) Division. They
were then in ac on on The Somme and the Final Advance in Artois including making the oﬃcial entry into
Lille. At the Armis ce the forward units of the Division had reached Franses-lez-Buissenal. They marched
back to Tournai and on the 26th of November moved on to the
Bethune area where demobilisa on began with the ﬁrst par es
returning to England in the ﬁrst week of January 1919.
Image 11 Le : Cap Badge / Image 12 Right: Headstone Badge
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The no ce to the right appeared in the London
Gaze e announcing the award of a Military Cross to:

The A ermath
Henry’s body was not found and having no known grave he is
commemorated on the Memorial to the Missing at Arras. There
are 3 CWGC cemeteries near the site of the ac on and each of
them have burials from this period with the largest number of
unknowns [313] being interred at Bouzincourt Ridge Cemetery
near Albert. It remains a possibility that Henry may be interred
here but there is no evidence to support this proposi on.

A note lodged by his mother with the Imperial
War Museum states: Won MC. December 8th, 1917.
Referring to the war diary for 6, 7, & 8 December it
states:
Heavy enemy shelling. 6 O.R. Killed. 20 O.R.
Wounded.

Medals and Memorials

Image 3 London Gaze e 18 April 1918

This suggests nothing much else happened on those
days, however, on the 9th this was wri en:

Henry is named on the West Kingsdown village war memorial
and there is also a brass plaque inside St Edmund’s Church
commemora ng him. In addi on to his MC he was awarded the
Victory Medal and the Bri sh War Medal. They were all claimed
on 19 April 1921 by Lilian Dorling on behalf of his parents at
Crowhurst House, [West] Kingsdown, Sevenoaks.
The details of his will were published in the Probate Index of
1920 page 222.

Image 7 Henry Ewen
EWEN Henry Spencer of Crowhurst Kingsdown Sevenoaks Kent.
MC lieutenant 23rd ba alion London regiment died 5 April 1918 in France Probate London 19 June to
Spencer Ewen farm bailiﬀ. Eﬀects £167 13s 3d.
This included £101 14s 6d accumulated pay & allowances and £5 War Gratuity.
At this point it might be thought that the story is over but on 21 April 2001 at the
auc on room of Dixon, Noon & Web, London, this lot came under the hammer:

7.30 am Enemy a acked D Coy post K.4.d.1.5 [map sheet 57cNE], at 7.30 am and succeeded in gaining a
foo ng, but were almost immediately driven out with heavy loss. Enemy con nued to show great signs of
ac vity and the SOS signal was ﬁred con nuously for 1 ¼ hours without response from our ar llery. The
enemy again a acked at 11 am and succeeded in penetra ng between D Coy and the le Coy of 1/21st
London Regt on the right. D Coy again repulsed the a ack but were compelled to shorten their frontage.
At 1 pm the garrison withdrew to gun pits at K.4.c.5.2. all wounded casual es were cleared prior to
evacua on, with the excep on of 1 OR severely wounded. At dusk D Coy withdrew further to HUGHES
SWITCH.
The Ba alion remained in posi on and were reinforced by companies of the 22nd Bn, London Regt. who
took up defensive posi ons in advance of the Hughes Switch trench. The 22nd re red to Hughes Switch at
about 10 pm. The soldiers from both ba alions remained here un l relieved by the 1st Bn Royal Berkshire
Graincourt village — held by the Germans

Descrip on: A Great War ‘Western Front’ M.C. a ributed to Lieutenant H. S. Ewen,
23rd London Regiment, killed in ac on in 1918. Military Cross, G.V.R., unnamed as
issued, in its original ﬁ ed case, together with an interes ng quan ty of original
documenta on, comprising: commission document, dated 7 July 1916; cita on for
M.C.; two le ers from the Infantry Record Oﬃce; three contemporary copies of le ers
from witnesses regarding Ewen’s death; two photographs of war memorials bearing
recipient’s name; and Buckingham Palace le er, extremely ﬁne. Es mate: £230-£260.
Hammer Price: £310.
Eﬀorts to secure copies of the papers from the buyer of the medal via Dixon, Noon
& Web have not been successful as have eﬀorts to trace any members of his wider
family. Thus ends the story of Lt Henry Spencer Ewen MC 23rd Bn. London Regt.
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Image 4 View towards Graincourt from the Canal du Nord.
The red line shows the approximate posi on of the Hughes Switch trench

The Family
Very li le is known about his family’s life a er the war. Spencer Ewen, Henry’s father died on 24
May 1936 at the family home, The Nook, Badger’s Mount, Halstead. His mother Felicia Evelina died
there as well on 21 December 1939. She le her eﬀects to Margaret Hurst (wife of Edward Hurst).
Henry’s sister, Kathleen Eveline became a Children’s Governess and never married. Her ﬁnal home
was at Lea Haven, Hailsham, Sussex. She died on 25 December 1960 at St Leonards House and
Hospital, East Grinstead.

Image 9 Medal Index Card—front

Image 10 Medal Index Card—back
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Image 5 Troops res ng near Aveluy Wood
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It is on this day that the next entry referring to Henry was found:
Aveluy Wood, 5 April, 6 a.m. Enemy started to shell our front line un l 8.30 a.m. when he advanced in small
groups against C Coy (2nd Lt W G Irwin) but were repulsed by L.G. ﬁre [Lewis Gun]. At 9.20 am A Coy went
forward to reinforce C Coy. At 9.25 am SOS went up along the en re Bn [Ba alion] front. At 1030 am C
Coy’s right ﬂank was forced back – le ﬂank was in the WOOD. D Coy, on le of front line were a acked by
overwhelming numbers and surrounded. Survivors state that the Coy met their enemy with riﬂes and Lewis
guns but were unable to prevent him ge ng in their rear. Lieut. H S Ewen MC, 2nd Lt G H Crisp and 2nd Lt
W J Kemp missing; 2nd Lt C J Strickland killed in ac on. [The yellow line on map 2 indicates their posi on]
At 11.30 am enemy had penetrated between our front Companies. Owing to heavy MG ﬁre from the le
rear, A & C Coys were forced back to communica on trench running from WOOD to Ba n. HQ and
established communica on with 24th London Regt on le along the edge of the WOOD (11.40 am).
The posi on was ﬁnally stabilised late in the a ernoon by which me the 22nd Bn. London Regiment
with the remaining 100 men of the 23rd Bn were posi oned on HEATHCOTES BANK [see map 2]. They
came out of the line and went to billets at Warloy on 7 April. Strength: 5 Oﬃcers and 150 Men.

Image 6 Aveluy Woods
The Ba alion were along the edge of the wood by the purple marker.
Regt at 8 pm on 11 December. They bivouacked at a posi on south west of Havrincourt. On 11
January 1918 Henry was promoted to Lieutenant.
On 21 March the great German Spring Oﬀensive on the Somme - Opera on ‘Michael’ or
'Kaiserschlacht' began with an advance on a 50 mile wide front south of Arras [see backpage]. The
ba alion were then at Rocquigny where they were immediately called into ac on. They remained in
the ba le zone ﬁnally marching out on 26th to billets in Warloy. A er a short rest they were moved
forward to Mar nsart going into the front line on the edge of Aveluy Woods at 4pm on 4 April.
The 5 April 1918 saw the Germans launch major a ack on the area around Albert in an a empt to
capture the town. This is now referred to as the Ba le of the Ancre a er the river that ﬂows through
the area of the ﬁgh ng. The area along the river line had been extensively ﬂooded and was barely
passable but they nevertheless crossed the river and the marshes and got into Aveluy Wood.
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Map 2 World War One trench map.
The yellow line indicates the approximate posi on of the Ba alion.
Note the very extensive narrow gauge railway sidings at the bo om of the map.
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